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enter into tradition, in a different way, and shape the destinies of
the folk. One has only to think of those phrases of the Bible or
Shakespeare which leap to the mind and shape our reactions to
many situations; no ballad is more omnipresent than they. The
traditional ballads of Europe contain less than the full diapason of
its peoples' voices; they lack the finer notes together with some of
the dominant chords.
When due allowance has been made, however, we return to
admire the ballads for their truth and universalism: 'quod semper,
quod ubique, quod ab omnibus'. They have often descended from
older literary works, but they have transformed their models into
something more generously human. The traditional epics and the
Eddie poems imply a society precisely graded and bound by stiff
conventions. We may admire the words of Byrhtwold:
Thought shall be harder, heart the bolder,
courage the greater, as our might faileth;
but we cannot do so within his own framework of relations proper
to lord and vassal. The scaffolding is taken down for ballad poetry.
Everything is generalized; there is the king and the lovers and the
enemy, and so on for all the typical actors. The situations and
emotions are all of the most general sort; such as can be taken for
granted. To survive in tradition the ballad must say what every
one would feel about situations which any one could expect, and in
language that all men understand and use. The complex imagin-
ings of men of letters are thus simplified and universalized in
ballads, and new simple themes have been created. The whole
mass is direct, fundamental, moving, and vividly suggestive. When
men of letters have turned, in these last two centuries, to the ballads
for inspiration, they have found suggestions of action and conduct
free from cramping conventions and ready to glide into new
moulds.
The ballad style is unbound and universal, and the form is
singularly free. We cannot weigh and measure texts as we do with
written literature, since any given ballad may exist in many diver-
gent texts. The study of variations is of supreme critical impor-
tance, and no edition has scholarly value which does not resign the
pretension of restoring an archetype. It is not that the different
versions are of the same emotional value. Felicity resides in single
expressions and specified versions, and the love of ballads is best

